Sexual experience influences mating-induced activity in nitric oxide synthase-containing neurons in the medial preoptic area.
Nitric oxide (NO) acts in the medial preoptic area (mPOA) of the hypothalamus to facilitate the expression of male sexual behavior and has also been widely implicated in mechanisms of experience, learning, and memory. Using immunohistochemistry for Fos, as a marker for neural activity, and nitric oxide synthase (NOS), the enzyme that catalyzes the production of nitric oxide (NO), we examined whether sexual activity and sexual experience influence Fos co-expression in NOS-containing neurons in the mPOA of male rats. Consistent with previous findings, results indicate that mating increased activity in the mPOA, and that sexual experience facilitated the expression of sexual behaviors, together with increased mating-induced Fos and NOS in the mPOA. Results also indicate that mating increased co-expression of Fos in NOS-containing neurons, and that this increase was highest in animals undergoing their first sexual encounter, indicating that initial sexual experience increases NO production in the mPOA of male rats.